THEORIES OF WEALTH                             647

Bullion regulations

It is in these conditions that we can discover the beginnings
of that group of economic ideas generally known as mercanti-
lism. The term mercantilist has not been used in precisely the
same sense by all writers. Adam Smith attached it to those
people who would secure an influx of bullion by regulating the
balance of trade. Others have been inclined to apply it to all
theories which place money in too exalted a position. It will
be as well perhaps if, following Smith's own practice, we avoid
precise definition.

There have been three main reasons which have prompted
people to advocate measures to encourage or to compel the
importation of gold and silver. In some cases it has been a real
shortage of money, hampering trade, lowering prices, and in-
creasing the burden of rents and fixed charges. In others there
has been a genuine belief that the wealth and prosperity of a
nation depend upon the quantity of money circulating in the
country. Others again have held the notion that since taxes are
paid in money and a plentiful supply of bullion assures in all
circumstances the power to purchase defensive weapons, the
security and prestige of the sovereign are best provided for by
drawing as much treasure into the country as possible. And it
is not correct to suppose that any one of these motives has ever
operated alone. Something of all three of them has usually
been present, though at a particular period one may have
predominated. The ordinary mercantilist desire for a regula-
tion of the trade balance to increase the supply of silver appears
again and again in the Middle Ages, two hundred years before
the birth of Thomas Mun, the best-known English mercantilist
writer. The notion that prosperity depends upon increasing
the volume of money was much to the fore amongst the German
Kameralists as well as the desire to increase the wealth and
power of the sovereign, which is generally regarded as their
special object. And whenever, in modern times, a nation has
for one reason or another lost its gold reserves, all kinds of
restrictive measures, medieval and modern, including regulation